
Learning objectives:

• To understand the problems the Indians faced on 
reservations

• To describe what life was like on the reservations

• To explain how the reservations were used to control 
the Plains Indians

How did the U.S destroy the Indians way of 
life?



Indian Reservations

• In 1851 the reservation solution was 

introduced by the U.S government. 

This meant the Plains Indians were 

moved to special areas called 

RESERVATIONS. 

• There they would receive annual 

cash payments from the government 

and be taught how to become self-

sufficient farmers.



Negotiate or exterminate?
Negotiate = Solve the Indian problem peacefully
Exterminate = Solve the problem more aggressively
Split your page in two – put the correct number in the correct column.

1. Had worked with the Indians and gained some understanding of them

2. Some people had suffered from the Indians hostility such as; Settlers, miners and soldiers 

living in the west.

3. Believed aggressive tactics would only make things worse

4. The Indians were savages!

5. People wanted a military solution to the Indian problem 

6. They hoped through education and missionary work they could transform the Indians into 

good Christian farmers.



• 1851:  A council met at Fort Laramie, 

with members of the United States 

Government and the Plains Indians.  The 

Government wanted to build roads to 

allow white settlers to travel to the 

West.  They wanted the Indians to live 

within certain boundaries, and give the 

remaining land to settlers.

• They offered money and goods.  They 

could not understand that the Indians 

did not believe land could be owned. 

Shortly afterwards this treaty was broken. 

The 1st Fort Laramie Treaty



Second Fort Laramie Treaty (1868)President Grant’s peace policy (1868)

President Grant recognised the problem and 
advanced a Peace Policy. There were three strands 
to this:
• First was a continuation of the policy of 

confining the Plains Indians to reservations –
with government funding and training they 
could learn how to become members of 
American society.

• To support this process, corrupt or incompetent 
Indian agents running the reservations were 
removed- replaced by Christian clergymen.

• Army officers were placed in command of the 
surrounding areas, with the task of protecting 
the Indians from outside disruption and 
preventing war parties from leaving the 
reservation.

Historians argue this did lead to a reduction in the 
number of conflicts. However, ultimately this policy 
failed due to government corruption and economic 
pressures.

In 1868 the government admitted defeat and changed it’s policy. 

The government realised the Sioux and their allies could not be 

defeated militarily. At the same time, an alternative route to the 

gold-mining areas had been opened. So the government agreed 

to withdraw from the forts, and under the terms of the 1868 

treaty the Great Sioux reservation was created.

• No non-Indians were allowed to enter this land

• Red Cloud agree to this treaty

• When the Sioux moved in they burned the forts to the 

ground. – Had they won?

• Red Cloud then lived peacefully on the reservation.

• Not all the Sioux agreed to this and left the reservation to 

follow more militant leaders such as Sitting Bull and Crazy 

horse. 



Life on a 
Reservation for an 

Indian

Shrinking the nation
Laws reduced the size of the Sioux 
reservation and split the Sioux into 
smaller groups.
Long term Consequences:
In small pockets the Sioux nation would never 

again be able to band together to make war on 

the white Americans.

Making a living
Sioux were banned from leaving their 
reservations. Horses could not be kept.
Long term Consequences:
Wealth acquired in dollars and/or crops. Young 

men no longer learned skills of what it was to be 

warrior.

Changing religions
Feasts, dances and ceremonies 
were banned. The power of the 
medicine man was undermined –
his help to give visions for 
power in war and success in 
hunting not necessary. 
Long term Consequences:
Spiritual gap created – more willing to 

accept Christianity.

Going to school
Children taken from parents and sent to boarding school; parent’s 
rations stopped if they resisted. Children’s lessons prepared 
them for ‘the white man’s world’. They were punished if they 
were heard speaking their own language, they were given ‘white’ 
names.
Long term Consequences:
Next generation of Indians are taught to speak, think, dress, and act like white 

Americans. Often, children could identify with neither social group, they felt 

isolated, their self-belief non-existent.

Life on a 
Reservation for an 

Indian

Reducing the power of the chief
Heads of families were encouraged to 
collect their own rations; chiefs were 
banned from distributing them to the 
tribe. Government took control of legal 
matters: Indians could not punish or 
judge band members. Land is broken up 
into individual plots; Indians become 
land-owning farmers.
Long term Consequences:
Power of the chief was weakened, Sioux no 

longer operated as a tribe with one leader. Had 

to abandon their traditional laws and rights 

(relevant to Plains life) and familiar roles. As 

farmers, the Sioux no longer had to hunt – be 

skilled riders.



Explain the importance of the reservations in the destruction of the 
native American way of life (8 marks)

[P] One reason why the reservations helped to destroy the 
Indian way of life was…

[EV] describe in detail

[EX] This led to the end of their way of life because…

You could talk 
about:

• School

• Religion

• The chief

• Feeding 
themselves

• Splitting up 
the tribes



Destruction 
of buffalo 
herds

https://ww
w.youtube.c
om/watch?f
eature=yout
u.be&v=7p
ODHzjpC9k
&app=deskt
op

6.25mins

https://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=youtu.be&v=7pODHzjpC9k&app=desktop


Shooting Buffalo from the trains of 

the Kansas Pacific Railroad 

Sketched by Theodore R. Davis" 

"Harper's Weekly - December 14, 

1867"

Herds of buffalo are moving southward, to reach the canyons which contain the grass they 

exist upon during the winter. 

Nearly every railroad train which leaves or arrives at Fort Hays on the Kansas Pacific 

Railroad has its race with these herds of buffalo; and a most interesting and exciting scene 

is the result. The train is "slowed" to a rate of speed about equal to that of the herd; the 

passengers get out fire-arms which are provided for the defense of the train against the 

Indians, and open from the windows and platforms of the cars a fire that resembles a brisk 

skirmish. 



Destruction of the Buffalo

Hunting for sport Hunting for hides

Northern herds
Bone pickers

• The buffalo were hunted for food and sport

• Hunting increased when the railroads (1860’s) 
reached the Great Plains

• Special excursion trains were run so people could 
go out and shoot buffalo for sport

• The railroad builders needed feeding and lines 
needed clearing - buffalo hunters employed ‘Buffalo 
Bill’ 

• Helped to fuel the myth of the Wild West 

• In 1871 the discovery (in the east) of a process to produce 
high quality leather from buffalo hides. This caused the price 
of buffalo to shoot up.

• The railroad helped this because trains could transport the 
hides east to the tanning industry (Dodge city and Fort 
Worth)

•Buffalo hunters now flooded on to the southern Plains, 
shooting buffalo for their hides.

•Hunting method: a stand- at a distance from the buffalo 
shoot the leading animal then shoot individual animals. If 
each shot killed the buffalo immediately the rest would not 
be alarmed.

• In 1874 the Indians attempted to force the hunters from the 
southern plains, but they were no match for the hunters with 
their powerful buffalo guns.

•By 1875 the southern herd was destroyed

• The destruction of the buffalo on the northern plains began in 1880

• Following Little Big Horn the Sioux defeated in 1876-77

• In 1876 the railroad had reached Bismarck (in the north)

• By 1882 estimated 5000 hunters and skinners were at work

• By 1883 the northern herd was destroyed 

Bone pickers

Once the hunters had removed the hides the buffalo was left to rot. Later the bones were 
removed by collectors who were paid by the pound. 32 million pounds of bones were sent 
in east over a period of 3 years.

In the East the bones were ground into fertiliser, buttons, combs and knife handles. 
Hooves were made into glue.

http://images.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://www.hickerphoto.com/data/media/40/buffalo_T1449.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.hickerphoto.com/buffalo-6842-pictures.htm&usg=__5aMC5CadRlBQr0mbSMxxs9IFl74=&h=312&w=468&sz=66&hl=en&start=1&tbnid=4Xml_Kcj1c83aM:&tbnh=85&tbnw=128&prev=/images?q%3Dbuffalo%26gbv%3D2%26hl%3Den%26safe%3Dvss


How did the USA destroy the Indian way of life?

Bone pickers

Once the hunters had removed the hides the 
buffalo was left to rot. Later the bones were 
removed by collectors who were paid by the pound. 
32 million pounds of bones were sent in east over a 
period of 3 years.

In the East the bones were ground into fertiliser, 
buttons, combs and knife handles. Hooves were 
made into glue.

Indian response

In 1874 the Indians attempted to force the hunters from the southern plains, but they 
were no match for the hunters with their powerful buffalo guns.



The Dawes Act 1887
• Native Americans were given 

160 acres of land for each 
family.

• The idea was to get the Native 
Americans to farm the land.  
However, most didn’t want to 
do this and sold the land to the 
whites.

• By 1900 the amount of land 
owned by the Native Americans 
had fallen from 155 million 
acres in 1887 to 78 million acres 
by 1900.



The Closure of the Indian frontier
• In 1890, the US Census Bureau 

officially announced the closure of 
the Indian frontier.  The West had 
formally been settled by white 
Americans as homesteads, ranches, 
cow-towns, mining-towns, cities and 
states. 

• All Native Americans had been forced 
onto reservations or had set up their 
own homesteads via the 1887 Dawes 
Act. The Manifest Destiny had 
officially been achieved. 



Native Americans today

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SM8WZ0ztMuc

• BBC news report: Young and Native American (5.45mins)

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YtvZXvDN03w

• Veterans ask Native Americans for forgiveness in 2016. (watch to 
2.42mins)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SM8WZ0ztMuc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YtvZXvDN03w

